
SUPREME COURT CASE ENGEL V VITALE ANALYSIS

School-sponsored prayer in public schools is unconstitutional. Whether school-sponsored nondenominational prayer in
public schools violates the Establishment Clause of the First Amendment. The majority, via Justice Black, held that
school-sponsored prayer violates the Establishment.

Vitale was delivered by Justice Hugo Black in  Under that Amendment's prohibition against governmental
establishment of religion, as reinforced by the provisions of the Fourteenth Amendment, government in this
country, be it state or federal, is without power to prescribe by law any particular form of prayer which is to be
used as an official prayer in carrying on any program of governmentally sponsored religious activity. Ohio ,
[11] and has been criticized for its broadness in holding that a showing of coercion is not required to
demonstrate an Establishment Clause violation. They were supported by groups opposed to the school prayer
including rabbinical organizations, Ethical Culture , and Jewish organizations. Jaffree , the Supreme Court
ruled Alabama's law permitting one minute for prayer or meditation was unconstitutional. I cannot see how an
"official religion" is established by letting those who want to say a prayer say it. A committee of the New
York Legislature has agreed. That the same authority which can force a citizen to contribute three pence only
of his property for the support of any one establishment may force him to conform to any other establishment
in all cases whatsoever? They knew the anguish, hardship and bitter strife that could come when zealous
religious groups struggled with one another to obtain the Government's stamp of approval from each King,
Queen, or Protector that came to temporary power. Dissent Justice Stewart Justice Stewart argued in his
dissent that the Establishment Clause was only meant to prohibit the establishment of a state-sponsored
church, such as the Church of England, and not prohibit all types of government involvement with religion.
Issue Whether school-sponsored nondenominational prayer in public schools violates the Establishment
Clause of the First Amendment. In , those opposed to the established Church, led by James Madison and
Thomas Jefferson, who, though themselves not members of any of these dissenting religious groups, opposed
all religious establishments by law on grounds of principle, obtained the enactment of the famous "Virginia
Bill for Religious Liberty" by which all religious groups were placed on an equal footing so far as the State
was concerned. By , Virginia had incorporated into its Declaration of Rights a provision for religious freedom.
The Engel v. In a concurring opinion, Justice Douglas argued that the Establishment Clause is also violated
when the government grants financial aid to religious schools. The majority noted that religion is very
important to a vast majority of the American people. On the contrary, I think that to deny the wish of these
school children to join in reciting this prayer is to deny them the opportunity of sharing in the spiritual heritage
of our Nation. In Engel v. The opening words of the Bill of Rights state: Congress shall make no law
respecting the establishment of religion or prohibiting the free exercise thereof Who Was Engel? The history
of governmentally established religion, both in England and in this country, showed that whenever
government had allied itself with one particular form of religion, the inevitable result had been that it had
incurred the hatred, disrespect and even contempt of those who held contrary beliefs. Since Americans adhere
to a wide variety of beliefs, it is not appropriate for the government to endorse any particular belief system.
The Court held that the mere promotion of a religion is sufficient to establish a violation, even if that
promotion is not coercive. It is an unfortunate fact of history that, when some of the very groups which had
most strenuously opposed the established Church of England found themselves sufficiently in control of
colonial governments in this country to write their own prayers into law, they passed laws making their own
religion the official religion of their respective colonies. But what if all public schools in a state began the day
with a formal recitation of this prayer?


